Sinners and Saints: Morally Stigmatized Work by Grandy S & Mavin S
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Newcastle University ePrints - eprint.ncl.ac.uk 
 
Grandy S, Mavin S.  
Sinners and Saints: Morally Stigmatized Work.  
In: Thomson, S. Bruce, Grandy, Gina (Eds.), ed. Stigmas, work and 
organizations. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, US, 2018, pp.101-121. 
 
Copyright: 
Grandy S, Mavin S. Sinners and Saints: Morally Stigmatized Work. In: Thomson, S. Bruce, Grandy, Gina 
(Eds.), ed. Stigmas, work and organizations. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, US, 2018, pp.101-121. 
Reproduced with permission of Palgrave Macmillan.   
This extract is taken from the author's original manuscript and has not been edited. The definitive, 
published, version of record is available here: http://www.palgrave.com/us/book/9781137575715 and 
www.palgraveconnect.com. 
Date deposited:   
12/09/2017 
Embargo release date: 
27 July 2020  
Chapter 7. Sinners and Saints: Morally Stigmatized Work 
Gina Grandy (University of Regina), Sharon Mavin (University of Roehampton) 
Pre-published version in Thomson, S. B., & Grandy, G. (2017). Stigmas, work and 
organizations. Palgrave Macmillan, Springer, New York, 2018. pp. 101-121. 
Abstract. Morally dirty work refers to an organization, occupation or employment tasks 
regarded as sinful, dubious, deceptive, intrusive or confrontational. For those who perform 
such work (dirty workers), moral taint serves as a stain on the individual’s integrity, a 
defect of character that may stick even after the individual stops performing the work. 
Often such work can be simultaneously viewed in positive and negative terms, thus 
performed by individuals, who we suggest, can paradoxically been considered both saints 
and sinners. In this chapter, we explain what we understand by moral taint and the 
implications at the individual, group and organization levels.  We discuss what we 
provocatively refer to as, the most obvious sinners (e.g., casino workers, HIV/ AIDS / 
addiction caregivers, genetic termination nurses, border patrol agents), the sometimes 
sinners (e.g., correctional officers, truckers, private detectives), and new and surprising 
sinners (e.g., bankers, nursing as pornography, secretaries). We conclude with areas for 
future research. 
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“Moral taint should be viewed not only as one form of taint, but rather may be more 
usefully understood as a discursive umbrella, implicating all other forms of taint through 
a moral lens” (Rivera, 2010, p. 145). 
 
Introduction 
The processes through which organizations, occupations and individuals become 
stigmatized, and the experiences of those perceived as tainted, are marked by complexity. 
To better understand these complexities, Rivera (2010) suggests a framing of taint through 
a “discursive moral umbrella” (p. 146), whereby the moralistic underpinnings of different 
types of taint (e.g., physical, social and emotional) are acknowledged and teased out. 
Ashforth, Kreiner, Clark and Fugate’s (2007) research also highlights the gravity of moral 
taint and morally stigmatized work. Their research reveals that participants perceive 
morally stigmatized work as dirtier than physically and socially tainted occupations. Our 
intent is not to privilege moral taint in a hierarchy of taint, rather to suggest that a closer 
look into the complexities of morally dirty work is warranted. In this chapter we provide a 
conceptual and empirical overview of that which constitutes work perceived to be morally 
stigmatized, and thus a type of dirty work (Hughes, 1958; Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999). We 
also aim to surface the diverse implications that perceptions and lived experiences of moral 
taint, in and about work, have for individuals, groups and organizations. In identifying that 
which can be considered morally stigmatized work, what might come to mind for those 
familiar with dirty work, are jobs such as prostitution, exotic dancing and other sex-work 
related occupations. Such work surfaces connotations of sinful and morally questionable 
organizations, activities, and people. For example, Ashforth and Kreiner (1999; 2014b) 
categorize the various types of sex work as having high-depth moral taint and low 
occupational prestige. Empirical research supports this positioning of sex work(ers) as 
morally tainted (see for example, Grandy & Mavin; 2012; 2014; Mavin & Grandy, 2013; 
Sanders, 2005; Tyler, 2011). At the same time, there is great breadth in the types of 
occupations that can be considered morally stigmatized (e.g., casino workers, bill 
collectors, police interrogators, telemarketers). Some of the work perceived in this way is 
simultaneously viewed in positive and negative terms (Ashforth et al., 2007; Rivera, 2014; 
Tracy & Scott, 2006), thus performed by individuals who, we suggest, can paradoxically 
be viewed as both saints and sinners (e.g., firefighting, nursing). In this chapter we set out 
to offer a glimpse into the diverse nature of morally stigmatized work and the sinners-saints 
who perform it.  
For this chapter, we conceptualize stigma in this way: 
 
Drawing upon the work of Cusack et al. (2003), Goffman (1963) and Jones et al. 
(1984), stigma is understood here as an emergent property or product of definitional 
purposes (e.g. physical mark, attribute, characteristic) that through social interaction 
is regarded as flawed, deviant or inferior (Grandy, 2008, p. 179). 
 
Toyoki and Brown (2014) go further to illuminate the power dynamics inherent in 
stigmatization and the marginalizing impact upon individuals who becomes stigmatized. 
“A stigmatized identity is an effect of power and can marginalize an individual, resulting 
in that person being disqualified from full societal acceptance (Toyoki & Brown, 2014, 
p.715-716).  
We feel several qualifiers are necessary as we delve into this topic. We do not set out 
to provide an exhaustive review of the literature, rather we aim to describe a varied sample 
of occupations and work that can be considered morally stigmatized, sometimes in very 
different ways. We understand that perceptions of taint are socially constructed, context 
dependent and dynamic (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999). That which is perceived to be 
stigmatized work by one person in one context, may not be considered stigmatized by 
another person in a different context (Dick, 2005). Generally, workers who perform dirty 
work are acutely aware of the stigma (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999). However, who or what 
constructs stigma may vary. This means that an ‘outsider’ (e.g., media) might construct a 
particular organization or occupation as stigmatized while those performing the work may 
not (see for example, Stanley, MacKenzie-Davey & Symon, 2014). Further, an individual 
performing work that ‘outsiders’ do not view as dirty, may view her work and her work-
related identity as stigmatized (see for example, Fraher, 2014). Complexity and ambiguity 
are inherently bound in our understandings and experiences of dirty work (Grandy & 
Mavin, 2014).  
In what follows we first explain what we understand by moral taint and the 
parameters around what might be understood as morally stigmatized work. We then discuss 
examples from various empirical sites to illustrate the breath and depth of morally 
stigmatized work and the implications at the individual, group and organizational levels. 
We conclude the chapter by highlighting avenues for future research for those interested in 
advancing understandings of morally stigmatized work.  
Conceptualizing Moral Taint & Morally Stigmatized Work 
“If physical taint is a blemish on one’s ‘body’ and social stigma is a blemish on one’s 
relationships, then moral taint is a blemish on one’s ‘character’” (Ashforth & Kreiner, 
2014b, p. 84). 
 
Building upon Hughes’ (1958) description of dirty work as that which is morally, 
socially or physically tainted, Ashforth and Kreiner (1999) offer a fuller account of what 
constitutes an occupation as morally, socially and/or physically tainted. More recently, 
McMurray and Ward (2014) and Rivera (2014) offer emotional taint as another type of 
taint. We draw from Ashforth and Kreiner’s (1999) description of moral taint and work as 
our starting point.  
 
Moral taint occurs where an occupation is generally regarded as somewhat sinful or 
of dubious virtue (e.g., exotic dancer, pawnbroker, tattoo artist, psychic, casino 
manager) or where the worker is thought to employ methods that are deceptive, 
intrusive, confrontational, or that otherwise defy the norms of civility (e.g., bill 
collector, tabloid reporter, telemarketer, private investigator, police interrogator) 
(Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999, p. 415). 
 
Moral taint reflects a “defect of character” (Oshana, 2006, p. 356) and its mark or 
“stickiness” (Bergman & Chalkley, 2007, p. 251) is pervasive to such an extent that it can 
serve as a type of “moral residue” (Webster & Baylis, 2000, p. 208) upon one’s integrity 
and worth (Oshana, 2006). For example, even if an individual no longer performs the 
morally tainted work, she may continue to navigate tensions (of self, and in relation to 
others) associated with experiences of compromised integrity (see for example the work of 
Bergman & Chalkley, 2007). There may also be a (in)visibility consideration at play in the 
‘recognition’ and felt experience of work(ers) as sinful and / or defying the norms of 
civility. In her research with gynaecology nurses, Bolton suggests that the work performed 
by these nurses is “morally tainted because what should remain private and invisible is 
made public and rendered visible” (2005, p.176). 
Extending the work of Kreiner, Ashforth and Sluss (2006) and Grandy and Mavin 
(2012) around the centrality of dirty work occupations to an organization’s core purpose, 
we contend that moral taint (as well as the other types of taint) can extend beyond the 
occupational category. By this we mean that when an organization’s purpose or core 
business is perceived to be of dubious nature (e.g., tobacco manufacturing, gaming or 
gambling company, exotic dancing club) that all occupations and those performing the 
work within that stigmatized organization at are risk of being perceived as morally tainted 
(e.g., bartender in an exotic dancing club, accountant in a tobacco manufacturer). We see 
such a phenomena vividly through the empirical work of Jensen and Sandström (2015). 
They explore the experiences of wage laborers (e.g., marketers, bookkeepers, assemblers, 
sales support, purchasing) working for an arms company and two pornography companies; 
organizations whose core purposes are typically associated with considerable moral taint 
(e.g., dubious, sinful). Jensen and Sandström’s (2015) findings indicate that while the 
occupations are not morally tainted directly, the individuals’ accounts reveal how the 
stigma attached to the organization is transferred to the work and workers. These dirty 
workers have their “social feelers out” (Jensen & Sandström, 2015, p. 135) all the time and 
feel that the stigma permeates to all facets of their social lives (e.g., they don’t talk about 
what they do, disclosure only to close friends and family). Ashforth and Kreiner (2014b) 
propose that morally stigmatized dirty workers are more likely (than members of physically 
or socially tainted occupations) to rely on the collective or other occupational members as 
sources of social validation. The experiences of participants in Jensen and Sandström’s 
(2015) study, however, paint a different picture, “they are basically alone in their stigma 
management” (p. 138), thereby revealing a complexity not fully accounted for in the 
literature on morally stigmatized dirty work.  
It has been argued elsewhere, conceptually and empirically, that types of stigma can 
overlap in the sense that an occupation can be morally, physically, socially and/or 
emotionally tainted simultaneously (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999; Grandy & Mavin, 2012; 
Mavin & Grandy, 2013; Rivera & Tracy, 2014; Tyler, 2011). Work tainted in any one of 
the ways, isolated or in combination, can make it difficult for those performing the work 
to develop positive work-related identities (Grandy, 2008). In combinations that include 
moral taint, however, the perception of dirtiness is likely to be most severe (Ashforth & 
Kreiner, 2014b). Rivera’s (2010) perspective on the “discursive moral umbrella” (p. 146) 
as that which frames all types of taint is particularly useful in highlighting the gravity of 
moral taint. Rivera’s (2010) view supports the work of Douglas (1966) in that, in general, 
societal perceptions of clean and dirty align with connotations of good and bad/evil 
respectively (Douglas, 1966). That which is perceived to be physically, socially or 
emotionally tainted, by association then can be seen to include some element of moral 
questionability and moral taint (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2014b; Rivera, 2010).  
Further emphasizing the problematic nature of moral taint and morally stigmatized 
work, it might be easier to rationalize and frame socially and physically tainted work as 
work that is necessary for society (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2014b). In this way, moral taint 
may pose a “graver identity threat” (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2014b, p. 81) to individuals than 
social or physical taint because morally tainted work(er) is less likely to benefit from such 
a “necessity shield” (p. 84).  
In what follows we discuss a number of empirical studies of work(ers) to illuminate 
the breadth and depth of morally stigmatized work and implications of this at the 
individual, group and organizational levels. 
 
A Closer Look 
We have categorized the studies to be discussed here into three areas based upon 
what we expect the reader will interpret as most obvious, moderately obvious and most 
surprising morally stigmatized work. While the intent of this categorization reflects our 
attempt to create a more coherent flow for the reader and to do so in a provocative way, we 
recognize that this may imply own perceptions of taint and that authorship affords us a 
power that unfortunately risks creating and sustaining stigma.  
The Most Obvious Sinners  
Casino Workers 
The gambling industry is perceived by many as “sinful” business because 
“gambling can be addictive, and can result in irresponsible and eventually destructive 
behavior” (Lai, Chan & Lam, 2013, p. 1659). For those who work in casinos their work 
can be understood as dirty because of the “tendency of casino operators to use misleading 
and uncivil tactics on customers” (p. 1659). In Lai et al.’s (2013) research with casino 
workers employed in various casinos in Macau, their survey results reveal how workers’ 
felt moral taint can negatively impact their identification with their occupation and 
organizations to such an extent that it increases their intention to quit. However, 
occupational prestige and organizational support can mitigate these effects. For example, 
if casino workers perceive their occupations to be of high prestige or that their organization 
is caring and supportive, the intention to quit is weaker. Lai et al. (2013) suggest that 
organizations should invest in the development of appropriate stigma management 
intervention strategies to better help those confronting moral taint associated with their 
work (e.g., EAP programs specifically focused upon stigma management, periodically 
rotating workers out of stigmatized tasks).  
 
HIV/AIDS/Addiction Caregivers 
Poole Martinez’s (2007) study into workers in a residential care home setting 
highlights how contradiction is at the heart of moral taint for HIV/AIDS/addiction 
caregivers. These workers vividly come to personify both saints and sinners. Perceptions 
of “you have to be a really good person to do this… because I couldn’t do it” (p.134) 
(saints) are balanced with the physical, social and moral taint experienced by workers who 
support addicts and those living with HIV/AIDS (sinners). The author notes that these 
workers face considerable stress and “heartbreak for little money” (p. 140). On first level 
analysis, perceptions of those who perform the work are not sinful – it is the client who is 
sinful: those who are morally judged for their perceived sexuality or addiction. The clients 
are those who attract the moral taint and stigma through moral judgements, therefore at 
first glance the caregivers are more socially tainted, or suffer from what Goffman (1963) 
refers to as a courtesy stigma. For example, the workers report being applauded on their 
“work as community service” (p. 141) – the workers as saints. Donna, one of the 
participants, talks of a newspaper reporting an addict being murdered and the journalist 
inferring that the “addict had deserved it he was an addict” (p. 141) and thus “deserving of 
the violence” (p. 141) – the clients as sinners. However, this saint (worker) versus sinner 
(clients) dichotomy becomes more problematic when the study reveals that some 
caregivers are also former addicts. Thus, these workers are saints and sinners 
simultaneously and this illustrates how moral taint is fluid or moveable. Managing taint 
strategies evident from this study support the reframing (e.g., a staff member who was also 
a recovering alcoholic expressed that she felt she was paying back society for her past 
wrong deeds) and refocusing (e.g., focusing on fundraising responsibilities of the job) 
strategies offered by Ashforth and Kreiner (1999), as well as the use of dark (see also 
Ashforth et al., 2007) and silly humor. The humor strategies serve as a way to lighten the 
dirtier aspects of the work, however, it did not refocus occupational identity in a more 
positive light (Poole Martinez, 2007).  
 
Nurses Managing Genetic Termination  
Chiappetta-Swanson’s (2005) research explores the experiences of 41 women 
nurses from four hospitals who manage the morally controversial genetic termination (GT) 
procedure for women, a procedure performed because there is a high risk of fetal 
abnormality. They reveal the strategies these nurses develop to respond to this physically, 
socially and morally stigmatized dirty work. Moral judgement from others and moral 
controversy is at the centre of the work; society views abortion negatively, many physicians 
do not want to be associated with the procedure, and the secrecy necessary to ensure the 
protection of both patients and nurses contributes to this moral ambiguity. Nurses talk of 
how the work should be performed by doctors, and yet in many ways they are left alone to 
manage the work. The conditions of their work are described as bleak where the patients 
are left with little support from other professionals (e.g., physicians, social workers, 
chaplains) and the nurses are not provided with adequate resources to work through the 
emotional strain that often accompanies the work. Chiappetta-Swanson (2005) argues that 
the more devalued (and morally reprehensible) the work, the more isolated the nurses. 
Moral taint sticks to the nurses and performing this morally controversial work 
subordinates nurses in their professional hierarchies to low status dirty work. However, 
“rather than dwelling on the dirty work aspects of the job, the nurses redefined GT nursing 
as a unique opportunity to practice nursing as they believed it should be practiced. They 
shifted their focus from the problems, to their patients” (Chiappetta-Swanson, 2005, p. 
114). Nurses turn to each other as a social buffering (Ashforth et al., 2007) taint 
management strategy. They talk of being a “forgotten group” and frame what they do from 
a caring perspective to redirect “attention to aspects of their work that made it meaningful 
and rewarding”(Chiappetta-Swanson, 2005, p. 106).  
 
Border Patrol Agents 
Rivera and Tracy (2014) explore what dirty work feels like through a study of 
border patrol officers in the U.S. where the work involves undocumented immigrants. They 
note that Kreiner et al. (2006) refer to them as high breadth and high depth dirty workers. 
“Agents face complex moral and social taint because of the milieu of multiple ‘publics’ 
who simultaneously herald Border Patrol work as patriotic, brave, and masculine, while 
others critique it as immoral, abusive, and feminine” (Rivera & Tracy, 2014, p. 203). The 
capture and deportation of undocumented immigrants may involve coercion and force and 
thus questionable tactics with immoral undertones. The authors discuss how guilt is a moral 
emotion and it is linked to a sense of responsibility for wrong doing. They argue that agents 
express (feel) both guilt and empathy, two emotions that re-direct attention from the dirty 
worker to an other, in this case, the undocumented immigrant. The research reveals 
experiences and expressions of moral ambiguity and ambivalence where the line between 
knowing what is “right” and “wrong” (p. 210) is cloudy. Agents oscillate between feeling 
obligated to fulfil the “legal mandate” (p. 209) of the job (e.g., catching the undocumented 
immigrants) and acting “like a human” (p. 209) (e.g., compassion for the immigrants). So, 
what does it feel like to do this work? The authors conclude that it feels “overwhelming 
and hopeful at the same time. Proud and ashamed. Happy and sad… conflicted and 
ambivalent” (p. 213). Rivera and Tracy (2014) offer a unique take with this piece, 
highlighting how the felt taint is a “contagion” (p. 212) that can be transferred to the 
researcher; through Rivera’s encounters with the agents she describes how she too comes 
to embody the moral taint attributed to the agents.  
 
The Sometimes Sinners 
Correctional Officers 
Tracy and Scott (2007) in their work on prison guards draw upon participant 
observation and interview data with officers in two correctional facilities in the Western 
United States. They tell us that “working as a correctional officer – the euphemistic and 
worker-preferred label for a ‘prison guard’ – is a dirty job” (2007, p. 34). Tracy and Scott 
present officers as performing physically, socially and morally stigmatized dirty work, 
marked by high burnout, stress, shortages and turnover. Of interest here is how correctional 
officers manage perceptions of the morally dubious nature of their work and thus their 
character. Tracy and Scott comment that members of the public know little about prisons 
and jails, yet the guards’ profession is marginalized. Officers deal with disdain and moral 
questioning, e.g., Christian volunteer groups visiting prisons refer to the guards as “non-
Christians” (2007, p. 41). On reading Tracy and Scott’s analysis, the guards are perceived 
as sinners because inmates are seen to have it too easy, e.g., guards are viewed as being too 
easy on sinful individuals, “glorified babysitters” (2007, p. 43), yet at the same time guards 
are viewed as “brutal” (2007, p. 42), too hard on prisoners and abusive with their power. 
Similar to the border patrol agents as discussed by Rivera and Tracy (2014), these workers 
simultaneously face portrayals as both sinners and saints. The (im)moral worth of the job 
partly stems from “sensationalized mass media portrayals of officers” (Tracy & Scott, 
2007, p. 42). Participants’ accounts highlight that such taint manifests through (inaccurate) 
media depictions of “perverted talk” (2007, p. 42), guards having “sex with the inmates, 
the drugs are rampant” (2007, p. 42) and being “disrespectful” (2007, p. 42) to inmates. 
This moral taint is reflected further in the positioning of the correctional officer role in the 
criminal justice hierarchy - “the crappiest job” (2007, p. 43) (participant account) in the 
system and guards as the “scum of law enforcement” (2007, p. 43). Medical professionals 
working in prisons also consider guards as uncaring and cruel and question the moral worth 
of the job and those performing it. Correctional officers face moral questioning and this 
identity threatening work requires creative taint-management strategies. Beyond 
reframing, recalibrating and refocusing (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999) taint management 
strategies, the correctional officers engage in distancing, differentiating or depersonalizing, 
and blaming the client to make sense of and deflect moral taint (see also Ashforth et al., 
2007). 
 
Truckers  
Mills’ (2007b) study on truckers is based upon over 20 years of extended interviews 
with more than 300 drivers, truck stop observations, content analysis, personal 
correspondence and experience on the road. Mills (2007b) argues that truckers manage 
physical, social and moral taint. Morally they are suspected of dubious behavior (e.g., 
unlawful driving, drugs, prostitution). A “commonly held stereotype of the American 
trucker is… an overbearing, pill-popping, road hogging, womanizing, speed demon (Mills, 
2007a)” (Mills, 2007b, p. 82). The author discusses how the media likens truckers to sailors 
with different women in every stop thereby implying infidelity and immorality. Truckers’ 
stigma management strategies emerge through their sense of the collective and 
occupational communities; evoking communicative forms such as sharing war stories in 
trucker stops, stories with heroes and villains, e.g., “getting past the law”(2007b, p. 93), to 
“learn what meanings to attach to… their identities and minimize taint” (2007b, p. 92). 
They also use “shunning” (2007b, p. 93) to communicate separation from the group and 
initiating rituals for membership to elevate their status. Managing taint becomes a 
communicative social drama that entails a shared specialized language unique to truckers 
through radio use and protocol, and storytelling etiquette.  
 
Private Detectives  
Schulman’s (2000) study of private detectives highlights an occupation of relatively 
high occupational prestige in that private detectives are licensed and regulated, they have 
specialized knowledge of legal issues, they must follow ethical codes of conduct, and the 
work requires specific education and involves high control. The research draws upon 
interviews and participant observation to explore how the detectives justify legal but 
deceptive work-related actions and how they mitigate a sense of personal liability for 
engaging in such morally controversial deceptions (e.g., covert surveillance, offering secret 
payments of cash for information). Private detective work occurs in a three-way interaction 
that is adversarial in nature, where “two sides are allied against another” (2000, p. 276). 
Client A pays the private detective and client B becomes “an involuntary target of the 
adversarial professional’s ‘customer service’” (2000, p. 276). There exists a tension 
between “justifying investigative work as a means to attain noble ends and applying it to 
further a client’s potentially less than noble ends” (2000, p. 272). Schulman poses the 
question, to what extent does the morally good end warrant or justify the means? The study 
reveals three categories of strategies used by private detectives: means-ends justification, 
technical-legal justifications and the ethic of neutrality justifications. Private detectives 
offer a pragmatic explanation for lying in their work – they investigate people who must 
be acting deceptively, therefore they “deserve it” (2000, p. 261). In reaffirming their 
identities detectives will morally differentiate their occupational labor by types of cases. 
For example, some only accept cases that involve criminal targets to “enhance their image 
as representatives of justice” (2000, p. 267) and compare their work to that of police 
officers, thereby associating their work with “the legitimacy” of police officers in “fighting 
crime for the greater good” (2000, p. 267). This is a “moralizing defence” in that “work-
related deception is justified by the misdeeds of others” (2000, p. 270). Some also frame 
their actions within a legal perspective, that is, as long as they are acting “legally” then 
these are “acceptable practices and require no moral justification” (2000, p. 270). Another 
strategy employed involves making claims of neutrality (e.g., they are objective, 
dispassionate and impartial professionals). In this way, “no innocents will suffer, and only 
the guilty will be published” (2000, p. 272). Schulman argues that such claims of neutrality 
position deception as a tool that professionals use properly, while moral judgement is 
reserved only for those at the receiving ends. In Schulman’s study these strategies help 
these sinner-saint detectives mitigate their sense of personal liability for engaging in 
morally controversial work-related deceptions.  
 
New & Surprising Sinners 
Bankers  
Investment banking, a recently tainted high-prestige occupation is considered by 
Stanley et al. (2014). Rather than focusing on the taint management strategies used by 
bankers themselves, the study focuses upon the use of language and subject positioning in 
the media as a powerful contributor to society’s prevailing moral landscape. Their analysis 
reveals that media focus upon the individual bankers themselves, rather than the work 
directly. The bankers are portrayed as morally reprehensible and are morally judged so that 
“it is not about the type of work that bankers do, it is about the kind of people they are” 
(Stanley et al., 2014, p. 281). The study of bankers’ stigmatization takes place during an 
episode of financial crisis. It surfaces moral judgements about motives and actions (right 
and wrong) of those associated with the crisis. The study argues that, through the media, 
bankers are morally tainted because: their wealth is excessive, it is not earned, and they are 
selfish and materialistic. The media’s coverage of bankers is highly personalized, with a 
focus on the behavior and values of bankers thereby highlighting how occupational taint 
can transfer from the work to the individual. Bankers are portrayed as excessive, frivolous 
and denigrated by the media; “‘grasping’ hedonists – ‘champagne swilling, Ferrari-driving, 
Gucci-wearing money moguls’” (Stanley et al., 2014, p. 280). Here we learn about how 
moral taint is constructed by the media, and how perceived moral judgements (by the 
bankers) compromise a moral code. Moral taint sticks to bankers who are perceived as 
breaking this code. 
Vaast and Levina (2015) also explore banking and bankers as a newly tainted 
occupation that has and is becoming morally stigmatized work. They focus attention to 
bankers’ experiences directly and look to better understand how a group of bankers manage 
such new taint on an occupation with high occupational prestige. Specifically, they explore 
the experiences of an online community comprised of bankers, before and following the 
2008 financial crisis. Their work reveals a three-stage process that involves rejecting the 
taint, distancing from the taint, and resigning to the taint. As with other online 
communities, the forum becomes a way through which social comparison permits an outlet 
to foster in-group identity and manage the taint.  
 
Nursing as Pornography  
As an interesting twist on occupations perceived as morally tainted, Mills and 
Schejbal (2007) propose nursing as morally tainted through associations with pornography. 
Nursing professions can be understood as a “genre of feminized work that qualifies as 
physically, and socially and (just a tinge) morally tainted”(Mills & Schejbal, 2007, p. 113). 
Their argument is that nursing is servile (thus socially tainted) and this is exacerbated in “a 
morally tainted fashion by depictions of nurses in pornographic films” (Mills & Schejbal, 
2007, p. 114). Mills and Schejbal identified more than 500 nurse porn movies at one site 
in less than a 30-second internet search, with titles very explicit about how nurses are used 
in the films. Slave Nurses, Busty Nurses, Nurse Me and the Sensuous Nurse are some 
examples. Mills and Schejbal contend that the number and ease of access contributes to an 
occupational moral taint. This is further evident in nurses’ experiences of entering the 
professional and as one participant notes they confront “dirty old men” (2007, p. 123) and 
are “groped, grabbed, flashed and sometimes even ejaculated upon by patients and other 
visitors to their work space” (2007, p. 123). Both women and men nurses experience these 
behaviors and men nurses’ masculinity is challenged if they reject advances. Nurses also 
report sexual harassment at work. Nurses’ use of space (e.g. physical spaces, psychological 
spaces, cyberspace, third spaces) becomes a strategy for managing this moral taint (Mills 
& Schejbal, 2007). 
 
Secretaries  
In an unexpected site to view moral taint, Sotirin (2007) focuses her study on 
secretarial work. Working in the “cleanliness of modern offices,” secretaries “rarely get 
their hands dirty” (2007, p. 95), but Sotirin argues that within this site there surfaces a 
paradox. “We sing the praises of secretaries… [but] dismiss their work as trivial and 
mundane and cast them as (often insubordinate) office servants” (2007, p. 95) - attracting 
social taint. Sotirin looks at a bitching taint management strategy that secretaries use to 
deal with small injustices and mundane oppressions and the physical, social and moral taint 
involved in reclaiming dignity in their work. Bitching is a marginalized activity which puts 
the identity at risk to becoming spoiled or morally discredited (Goffman, 1963). These 
processes are complex and secretarial bitching “carries its own social and moral stigma” 
(Sotirin, 2007, p. 95) and therefore participants’ reclaiming efforts are not completely 
effective.  
In terms of moral taint, Sotirin explains that “discretion, decorum, patience and 
loyalty are valued” (2007, p. 100) in secretarial work, but these are stained by moral 
suspicion about the “dubious virtue of secretarial loyalty and the dangers of feminine 
sexuality” (2007, p .100). There is ambivalence in the expected secretarial loyalty in that 
such loyalty creates suspicion from others and this is further complicated as in this setting 
professionalism intersects with feminine gentility. The pervasive stereotype of secretaries 
as feminine invites a range of embedded “gender dichotomies - male/female, 
masculine/feminine, active/passive, rational/emotional” (2007, p. 100) that are inherent the 
structures of in-office relations. Secretarial bitching is what Goffman (1959, 1974) calls “ 
‘self-saving alignment’ or the effort of the speaker to reconstruct a socially acceptable 
image of self against the damage of recounted indignities” (Sotirin, 2007, p. 102). Sotirin 
argues that secretarial bitching, which often centres around whose fault something is, as a 
taint management strategy is a defensive collective identity tactic, yet it is a a risky 
conversational strategy because it morally discredits and reinforces gendered stereotypes. 
 
Future Directions  
In this chapter we set out to provide a conceptual and empirical overview of what 
constitutes as morally stigmatized work (as a type of dirty work) and the implications for 
this at individual, group and organizational levels. Building upon the work outlined in this 
chapter, we suggest a number of avenues forward that will serve to further advance 
knowledge about morally stigmatized work and those who perform it. Our hope is that in 
the pursuit of these avenue, researchers will surface new insights to inform everyday 
practices, behaviours and policies in and around organizations which will move us towards 
viewing morally stigmatized work(ers) as dignified and valuable (Grandy, Mavin, & 
Simpson, 2014).  
Emotion Work and Moral Taint 
In their conceptual piece on the distinctions between types of taint, Ashforth and 
Kreiner (2014b) put forth a number of propositions that pertain to morally stigmatized 
work. In extending their work, we ask whether morally tainted workers engage in more 
intensive emotion work in managing their identities and whether they are further 
stigmatized by emotional taint? Rivera and Tracy’s (2014) study of border patrol guards, 
discussed earlier in this chapter, points to these questions. They toy with the role of 
emotions in dirty work as an area for further research, and call for an expansion to the 
typology of taint to consider the ways that work itself – particularly morally tainted work 
- is emotionally tainted. Rivera (2010) goes further with her notion of the discursive moral 
umbrella, arguing that the different types of taint (physical, social and emotional) and 
stigmatized work needs to be understood within a context of moral undertones. Grandy and 
Mavin’s work (2014) also directs us here. In their research on exotic dancers, they 
conceptualize emotion work as struggle, and integrate strategies of emotional ambivalence 
and stigma management to suggest that (morally) stigmatized work(ers) at best achieve a 
time of contingent coherence because of the emotion work involved in managing the stigma 
they confront. More research is needed to better understand how emotions and moral taint 
intersect and the emotional impact that this bears upon the individuals and groups 
performing it.  
 
The Dynamic Nature of Moral Taint & Who (or what) Plays a Role  
Stanley et al.’s (2014) and Vaast and Levina’s (2015) work discussed earlier 
highlight the dynamic nature of perceptions of taint and how an occupation with high 
prestige such as investment banking or bankers can shift over time to that which is morally 
questionable. Poole Martinez’s (2007) and Tracy and Scott’s (2007) work also draw 
attention to the role of the media in the construction of stigma. Future research should look 
closer at the role that the media plays in positioning certain work(ers) as morally tainted 
and how this changes over time (see also the work of Grandy & Mavin, 2012).  
Schulman’s (2000) study of private detectives further highlights the dynamic nature 
of moral taint and the complexity of taint creation. The analysis demonstrates how moral 
taint is unstable. We suggest that moral taint has potential trajectories. The movement of 
moral taint by detectives, from the paying client – through to the detective - to the 
unsuspecting target, enables us to observe how moral taint is transferable and moveable 
across targets. While not discussed in detail in this chapter, Fraher offers a different take 
on the dynamic nature of taint for an occupation typically not perceived as morally tainted, 
something she refers to as “invisibilized dirty work” (2014, p. 1). In her work with airline 
pilots, it is the pilots themselves who construct the work as morally tainted, indirectly and 
directly through their talk. Fraher interpreted participants’ talk through the lenses of the 
rhetoric of the prostitute, gambler and addict – occupations and labels which are often 
viewed as morally tainted. Other work suggests that taint is determined in part by the client-
interaction (e.g., Ashforth & Kreiner, 2014b; Cassell & Bishop, 2014). Further research 
into moral taint as fluid and transportable, and understanding how this creation and passing 
along happens would be useful.  
One other fruitful area in which to study the transportability of taint, specifically 
moral taint, would be to integrate insights from intersectionality research and dirty work. 
In this chapter we have discussed gender, race, class and sexuality considerations only in 
passing, yet these considerations are inherent in many of the empirical studies presented. 
We have not fully engaged with the notion that markers of gender, race, class, and sexuality 
associated with a particular job category or individual constitute moral question. Yet, the 
“entrapping recursive loop” (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2014a, p.423) between marginalized 
work and “marginalized socioeconomic, gender and racioethnic categories” (p.423) as it 
pertains to dirty work(ers) has been recognized. While not specific to morally stigmatized 
work (yet specific to dirty work more broadly), the possibilities afforded through an 
intersectionality lens are evident in the work of Soni-Sinha and Yates (2013) and Slutskaya 
et al. (2016). The former adopt an intersectionality lens to better “worker’s perceptions of 
the racialized, gendered and classed constitution of cleaning work as ‘dirty’ and their 
resistance to these constructs” (Soni-Sinha & Yates, 2013, p. 737). The latter seek to 
explore how working-class men employed in refuse collection and street cleaning practice 
gender alongside other categories of differences in ways which shift relations of power and 
privilege (Slutskaya et al., 2016).  
Following Simpson, Slutskaya, and Hughes (2011), we suggest that future research 
look closer at how gender and class, as well as race and sexuality might inform 
constructions of moral taint and how such intersections construct certain work(ers) as 
morally dirty and stigmatized. For example, Tracy and Scott’s (2007) work on correctional 
officers raises questions about how positioning work as feminized (e.g., babysitters) in 
effect marginalizes and de-values the work and those who perform itself (e.g., servile work 
thus implies social taint). In extending this line of thinking and considering Southgate’s 
work presented in Chapter 10 of this book, we wonder if gender, sex, class and/or race 
should become a more focal point in understanding the complexities of moral taint and 
morally stigmatized work. We speculate that if the individual is perceived to be morally 
tainted (e.g., defect of character) because of her gender, sex and/or class, then, as a result, 
any work she performs might then become morally stigmatized (and thus dirty work). In 
effect, the moral taint attributed to the individual passes onto the occupation and 
organization.  
 
Conclusions 
As scholars interested in change, we would be remiss not to offer thoughtful 
reflection on what we as scholars and practitioners, and the organizations in which we 
work, can do to surface and change taken-for-granted assumptions and beliefs about how 
our perceptions, social practices and institutions perpetuate disadvantage through the 
framing of work(ers) as morally stigmatized. Both Lai et al. (2013) and Ashforth and 
Kreiner (1999) offer practical suggestions for managers and organizations interested in 
countering societal perceptions of dirtiness and providing resources for those marginalized 
in this process. In particular, Ashforth and Kreiner (1999) raise the use of symbolic 
management, using stories and myths, to shape the interpretations of jobs and those 
performing them. Shantz and Booth (2014) suggest a number of tactics that managers can 
employ to help dirty work(ers) mitigate negative emotions and interactions they experience 
(e.g., offering opportunities / places for workers to share experiences with others, training 
programs on how to deal with members of the public, providing alternative outlets for 
workers to find meaning in what they do such as volunteer opportunities and community 
outreach).  
While perceptions of dirty work are socially constructed, as highlighted throughout 
this chapter, there are material consequences for those who work in dirty work occupations 
and organizations (e.g., stress, isolation, distancing). The competing emotions felt by many 
dirty workers (e.g., shame, guilt, anger, hope) (see for example, Grandy & Mavin, 2014; 
Rivera & Scott, 2014) place them in a vulnerable place when it comes to dignity. Our hope 
is that in writing (and reading) this chapter and the others in this book that we all become 
(micro) change agents in our workplaces, more aware of and willing to challenge our own 
(and that of others) unsaid but often enacted stereotypes and beliefs about that (or whom) 
which we judge as morally questionable. We view dirty work and those who perform as 
“valuable and dignified work” (Grandy et al., 2014, p. 175). 
 
To have dignity is to be in control of oneself, to be able to express and experience 
autonomy and to be taken seriously (Sayer, 2007). Where inequalities exist, whether 
that is based upon gender, race, accessibility, or occupational image (e.g., stigmatised 
work), it will be more difficult for individuals to maintain dignity, possibly resulting 
in undignified work (Sayer, 2007). Dignity is positively related to emotions such as 
integrity, respect, pride, recognition, worth and status, while it is negatively related 
to shame, stigma, humiliation, lack of recognition and mistrust (Sayer, 2007) 
(Grandy & Mavin, 2014, p. 135).  
 
In our own reflexive engagement during the writing of this chapter and other work 
in this area, our conversations are often fraught with tensions and discomfort with the use 
of the label dirty work. We continue to struggle with the trade-offs involved in using this 
label. In this chapter, labeling workers as sinners and saints, while illustrative and 
somewhat provocative, is also problematic. In our desire to unsettle taken-for-granted ways 
of thinking, doing and being which re-create stigma, we are mindful that we too may be 
sustaining the very stigma which we wish to unsettle.  
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